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ABSTRACT
The turn of the millennium has been marked by global economic and environmental 
instability. Sustainability has emerged as the prevailing response to the destabilizing nature of 
unchecked growth and shortsighted planning; however, in achieving mainstream recognition, 
sustainability has been co-opted into the Western, neo-liberal ideology of progress. Molded 
to fit the ideological framework it once deemed unsustainable, and given the task of sustaining 
indefinite progress, sustainability has lost its capacity to envision possible futures beyond 
growth. As the depletion of resources and the instability of ecological and economic systems 
quickly outpace development of renewable technologies, nations must abandon a linear 
history of progress and come to terms with the possibility of decline. The architect’s habit 
of designing for obsolescence is evident in the abandoned buildings of former boomtowns. 
Designed with growth in mind, obsolete architecture is both a symptom of, and contributor 
to, urban decay. By redefining sustainability as a strategic tool for facilitating the transition 
between growth and descent, could we envision an architecture that—facing obsolescence, 
foreclosure, and neglect—both transforms itself spatially and repays its initial material 
investment to better serve its inhabitants and a community in transition?
Design for Decline investigates how one might design multiple “lives” into a building by 
superimposing an appropriate “architecture” for a society in decline on top of an architecture 
for our current growth society. The key aspect of the project is to design a bank such that 
it can transform itself physically—with minimal or no intervention—to better serve the 
changing needs of a post-growth society and beyond. Contingency plans, designed into the 
bank, become operative when triggered by a catalytic event, such as a fundamental shift in the 
local economy.  Designed to accommodate scenarios beyond the present, the architecture 
breaks the cycle of obsolescence and destruction that typifies architects current approach 
to their discipline. The purpose is not to create ruins to glorify the past, but to design an 
architecture that anticipates a possible future beyond progress.
Thesis Supervisor:  Ana Miljački
Title:  Assistant Professor of Architecture
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“That the way 
down can be 
prosperous is the 
exciting viewpoint 
whose time has 
come.  Descent is 
a new frontier to 
approach with 
zeal.”1
9Introduction
In February 2008, the Stratigraphy Commission of the Geological Society of London, the 
world’s oldest association of Earth scientists, declared an end to the Holocene epoch and 
ushered in Earth’s most recent geological era, the Anthropocene.  The Anthropocene, an era 
characterized by human influence on the global environment, brings to a close earth’s longest 
interval of climate and sea level stability in 400,000 years.  The stability of the Holocene, the 
stratigraphers note, “has been a significant factor in the development of human civilization.”2 
Unfortunately for human civilization, the Anthropocene is expected to be defined by a 
continued heating trend, and “radical instability” in future environments.
Discourse on sustainability has been shaped by warnings of such environmental instability 
and resource depletion.  Sustainable development has emerged as a strategy to reduce the 
negative ecological impact of our progress, to alleviate environmental stresses on future 
generations.  But sustainable development has been constructed largely on the ideologies 
engendered in the Industrial Revolution, a period of human history that has been instrumental 
in both the rise of modern society, as well as our transition into an era of instability.  As 
indefinite progress becomes an increasingly questionable assumption, the assumptions and 
precepts of sustainable development must be reconsidered to accommodate possible futures 
beyond growth.  The success of sustainable development may be determined by its ability 
to provide long-term resilience through periods of social and physical instability or decline. 
SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT 
IN AN ERA OF DESCENT
BEYOND PROGRESS
*This paper was originally written for Prof. Mark Jarzombek’s Interrogating Sustainability seminar 
and serves as the theoretical foundation for the thesis.  It is presented here in part, with inapposite 
sections omitted.
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Sustainability and the Ideal of Progress 
In America, despite the ideological similarities that 
progress and nostalgia share, the idea of progress 
continually provides the framework for mainstream 
discussion on sustainability, while projects perceived 
as nostalgic are treated dismissively by academics 
and professionals.  The bias is an unsurprising 
reflection of America’s relationship with progress. 
After all, the story of modern Western civilization, 
exemplified by America’s rapid development, is one of 
seemingly boundless economic growth and political 
success—two tenets of the ideology of progress. 
The material wealth of nations like the United States 
and the triumph of Western liberal democracy in 
the conflicts of the 20th century have supported the 
notion of modern Western society’s unquestionable 
superiority over the past.  This triumph of the 
“Western idea” prompted political economist and 
then-deputy director of the U.S. State Department’s 
policy planning staff, Francis Fukuyama, to posit that 
we may, in fact, be witnessing the end of history, “that 
is, the end point of mankind’s ideological evolution 
and the universalization of Western liberal democracy 
as the final form of human government.”3   Such 
suggestions illustrate an intense investment in the 
ideology of historical progress; one that continues to 
pervade American political and economic discourse 
today.
News headlines bearing troubling messages of 
economic downturn, epidemics, energy shortages, 
and environmental devastation have become 
unnervingly frequent in recent years, however, and it 
has become increasingly clear that the progress and 
growth of Western nations, like the United States, has 
been made possible in large part by the exploitation 
of cheap labor and available natural resources.  The 
ever-widening gap between rich and poor in the U.S. 
calls into question Fukuyama’s assertions that, “the 
class issue has actually been successfully resolved in 
the West,” and that “the root causes of economic 
inequality do not have to do with the underlying 
legal and social structure of our society,”4 but rather 
legacies of inegalitarian premodern conditions.   The 
environmental crisis of climate change—arguably 
the defining issue of our time—has been directly 
linked to the consumption and waste involved in the 
unabated development of industrialized countries. 
Of the top fifteen countries that have the highest 
carbon dioxide emissions from the burning of fossil 
fuels5,  only three countries are not considered to 
be liberal democracies6—the most notable being 
the newly industrialized and rapidly developing 
China.   The costs of progress—previously unknown, 
underestimated, or ignored—seem to be surfacing as 
the most significant challenge to future growth and 
development in developed and developing countries 
worldwide.
Despite the commercialization and disillusionment 
surrounding discourse on the subject, sustainability 
has continued to develop into a major project 
for architects, planners, and policy-makers.  It is a 
project that has been molded to conform to the 
Western ideal of progress, at first to ensure its 
own survival, and later to foster the promise of a 
future in which humanity continues to flourish. 
Such images of the future are the basis for the most 
widely cited definition of sustainability, delivered by 
the Brundtland Commission in 1987: “Sustainable 
development is development that meets the needs 
of the present without compromising the ability of 
future generations to meet their own needs.”7   The 
definition rightly delineates the project of sustainable 
development as an exercise in prudence and 
foresight, but beyond that, the Brundtland definition 
is conspicuously ambiguous.
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Sustainability and the Reality of Descent
Given the task of maintaining progress indefinitely, 
is sustainability sustainable?  Or has molding 
sustainability to fit an ideological framework that 
has itself been deemed unsustainable, rendered the 
project ineffectual?  Despite declarations of “the end 
of history as such,” the contradictions of Western 
liberal democracy and its ideology of progress have 
manifested themselves as potentially catastrophic 
challenges not only to Western society, but humanity 
worldwide.8   In an age where people raised on the 
ideals of freedom and choice are seeing their choices 
diminish with their nation’s natural resources, it is 
simply faith in two hundred years of progress that 
is driving the will to sustain our accomplishments. 
However, it is also becoming increasingly clear to the 
public that it is our attachment to business as usual—
in spite of changing environmental conditions beyond 
our immediate control—that is propelling us toward 
crisis. Working for and within a framework that is 
fundamentally status quo has impeded sustainability’s 
capacity to envision, and thus prepare for, alternative 
scenarios of the future.  If the economic framework 
into which sustainability has been molded were to 
collapse, sustainable development, in its current form, 
would simultaneously cease as a project.  
In The Upside of Down, Thomas Homer-Dixon 
warns that:
..rather than resisting change, our societies 
must learn to adapt to the twists and turns 
of circumstance.  This means that we must 
sometimes give up our accomplishments.  If 
we try to keep things largely the way they are, 
our societies will become progressively more 
complex and rigid and, in turn, progressively less 
creative and able to cope with sudden crises and 
shocks.  Their collapse—when it eventually does 
happen—could then be so destructive that there 
would be little of the prior order left behind. 
Top 15 countries with highest carbon emissions
Liberal democracies
How are we to interpret the “needs” of the present, 
let alone those of future generations?  Considering the 
ways in which discourse on sustainable development 
has been shaped in recent years—the eschewal of 
proposals incorporating significant or regressive 
lifestyle-change, the pressure to model sustainable 
development to fit a market economy, the partiality 
to visions of growth and progress—one can assume 
that the “needs of the present” refer not only to 
the base necessities for human life, but also the 
modern need to continuously upgrade.  If we return 
to the question of just what it is that sustainability 
is currently concerned with sustaining, the answer 
has little to do with abstract notions of man-nature 
harmony, and everything to do with the belief in 
indefinite growth.  Sustainability has been tasked 
with sustaining our positive trajectory of progress, by 
decoupling it with the negative ecological impact that 
has gone hand in hand with growth and economic 
development.  
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And there would be little left to seed the vital 
process of renewal that should follow.9
In order to avoid collapse, our society must 
recognize current trends that point to alternative 
futures beyond progress.   One trend being that our 
economic production will likely not be decoupled 
from nonrenewable resource consumption  before 
even the more conservative projections of global 
crisis.10  This means that, as abundant but finite 
resources paid for the growth of nations such as 
the United States, the depletion of those resources 
signals an end to growth.  There are two possible 
scenarios that accompany this state of affairs; the first 
is to maintain a rigid adherence to current ideologies 
of progress, and risk not only a catastrophic collapse 
of the ecosystems that support our society, but 
also a reduction in the earth’s capacity to support 
subsequent growth.11   The second scenario requires 
an abandonment of the idea of a linear history of 
progress, and an acceptance of the idea that declining 
resource availability may amount to nothing less than 
a society in decline.
This cyclical model of growth and descent is the basis 
for Howard and Elisabeth Odum’s systems theory 
approach to human societies.  They assert that the 
principles that govern all systems apply to human 
societies as well.   Therefore, just as ecosystems 
“grow and decline in cycles that are repeating and 
sustainable,”12  human civilizations are subject to a 
similar “pulsing paradigm” of growth and descent. 
In this paradigm, indefinite growth is not matter of 
choice, or technological will; it is simply incompatible 
with the principles governing systems.
The Odums outline a pulsing cycle consisting of 
four phases, and suggest appropriate policy for 
each.  The first phase is “growth.”  During this phase, 
competition for abundant available resources drives 
growth while depleting resources.  As resources are 
consumed as quickly as they are replenished, the 
system reaches its maximum size and complexity. 
The subsequent phase is called “climax and 
transition.” Growth halts due to a lack of available 
resources and the system becomes more complex, 
organizing into “collaborative competition patterns” 
to increase efficiency.  Information is compiled 
and stored to prepare for a third stage, “descent.” 
During this phase, systems downsize, and increase 
patterns of recycling.  More resilient systems develop 
means for storing large amounts of information to 
aid in growth when the cycle repeats itself.  The 
final phase is “low-energy restoration,” where 
environmental production of resource reserves 
exceeds the consumption of the downsized system. 
When resources have been replenished to a level 
of abundance, the pulse of growth can begin again. 
These phases, the Odums contend, can be found in a 
variety of systems at different scales, from deciduous 
trees that “bloom and grow in spring, make fruits 
and seeds (stored information) in summer, lose their 
leaves in autumn (for recycling by microorganisms), 
and seem to sleep and recover in winter-time, when 
available resources (solar energy) are less,”13  to 
human civilizations, such as the popular example of 
the rise and fall of the Roman empire.  
It should be noted that the application of the pulsing 
paradigm to human societies is slightly problematic 
on several levels.  For one, the phases of growth and 
descent are not evident in all historical accounts 
of human civilizations.  The Odums address this by 
explaining that pulsing happens on very short cycles, 
which are recognizable to us—like the tree—as well 
as on very long cycles—like human civilizations—
where the phases are less recognizable and subject 
to interruption.  The implication is that cultures, 
such as the native tribes of North America, where 
phases of growth or descent are not evident, would 
13
eventually have exhibited characteristics of the 
pulsing paradigm, had they not been interrupted by 
the invasion of European cultures.  Another difficulty 
with applying the pulsing paradigm to human societies 
is the lack of documented historical precedent for 
prosperous descent, especially of a civilization of our 
current complexity.  The better-studied examples of 
Rome and, to a lesser extent, Easter Island are used 
more frequently and dogmatically as precautionary 
examples of sharp, catastrophic descent.
The lack of recognizable non-biological precedents 
for the pulsing paradigm does not diminish its 
applicability to our society for the purposes of 
examining the topic of sustainability.  It provides 
a framework, alternative to that of progress, for 
understanding our current situation as firmly 
embedded in cyclical patterns of history.  The idea 
is not a new one; almost a century ago, Oswald 
Spengler invoked the cycle of the seasons to describe 
the rise and fall of civilizations.  In his two-volume 
work, The Decline of the West, Spengler prophesied 
the peak and decline of Western culture—if not a bit 
prematurely:
The future of the West is not a limitless tending 
upwards and onwards for all time towards our 
presents ideals, but a single phenomenon of 
history, strictly limited and defined as to form 
and duration, which covers a few centuries and 
can be viewed and, in essentials, calculated from 
available precedents….
…The last century was the winter of the West, 
the victory of materialism and scepticism, of 
socialism, parliamentarianism, and money. But 
in this century blood and instinct will regain 
their rights against the power of money and 
intellect.  The era of individualism, liberalism and 
democracy, of humanitarianism and freedom, is 
nearing its end….  Life will descend to a level of 
general uniformity, a new kind of primitivism, and 
the world will be better for it...14
Thomas Homer-Dixon also provides an interpretation 
of the four stages of growth and descent in The Upside 
of Down, but he shifts the Odums’ emphasis on a 
transition from growth to descent, to an emphasis 
on the transition from “breakdown” to “renewal.”15 
The cyclical models of civilization offer a more robust 
framework for planning than the naïve optimism and 
denial that characterizes our current ideology of 
progress.  Current incidents and scientific projections 
of resource scarcity clearly position our society in a 
phase of the pulsing paradigm where we should be 
planning for descent. With the increasing possibility 
that the end of growth is in our society’s future, 
sustainability must redefine itself as a tool for dynamic 
transition, not a tool for sustaining an existing modus 
operandi. Sustainable development becomes strategic 
planning for transitioning society through the phases 
as smoothly as possible while minimizing the loss of 
cultural and ecological information.  By increasing 
flexibility and resilience to changing environmental 
factors, sustainable development might relieve some 
of the ecological stresses that could lead to collapse. 
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DESIGN FOR DECLINE attempts to test the concepts set forth in the abstract by rethinking 
the architecture of the institution most closely tied to the booms and busts of our free 
market system--the bank.  At the end of the first decade of the 21st century, banks face 
obsolescence due to the digitization of banking services, as well as the almost unprecedented 
stresses brought on by the implosion of a housing market built on a faulty credit system.  
Beyond the latest economic meltdown, the American financial system faces a future 
potentially dissimilar to anything it has experienced in its 200 year history.  The economic 
story of the United States is one of exponential growth, punctuated by occasional panic; 
however, rapid growth has been paid for via the depletion of abundant natural resources. 
As the extraction of these resources becomes increasingly difficult for future generations, it 
behooves us to consider, as a possibility, the end of growth.
BANKS
Edward W. Clay.  The Downfall of Mother Bank.  US cartoon 1832 Copyright: public domain (pre 1923).
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...AND BUSTS
The architecture of the bank has evolved through the centuries as a symbol of global 
capitalism.  In the U.S., banks have changed to reflect the development of our economic 
system, as well as the American people’s changing relationship with their money.  If the 
architect were to reject outright the “progressive obsolescence” of our current culture of 
design—even in the design of a bank—what would be the next stage in the evolution of bank 
architecture?  Would not such a bank, in operating outside of the obsolescence-inducing, 
capitalist paradigm of design, in fact be more appropriate in reflecting a society in decline?
It is designing contingency for failure (decline, descent, etc.) that offers the architect exciting 
new opportunities in design.  Sir John Soane offered insight into such a proposition when 
he commissioned Joseph Gandy to render his design for the Bank of England, as a ruin. 
Mark Jarzombek points out the relevance of Soane and Gandy’s work for contemporary 
architectural discourse:  
[Gandy’s painting] gives us an Hegelianesque, counter-view to the ideology of hope 
and optimism.  And so, one hundred and eighty years later, the questions for us might 
be:  What does the assembly hall of a failed democracy look like?  A school for a failed 
educational system?  A park for a failed public space?  A housing complex for a failed 
social policy?  A city for a failed urbanity?  A court house for a failed immigration policy? 
These are some of the pressing design issues in our future.”
 
The question can then be asked: “what does the bank of a failed economic system look like?” 
Banks currently store financial assets.  But could assets in a “bank” building be understood 
as something other than monetary?  Perhaps in a time of specific material scarcity, the bank 
can be understood as having material assets.  Or having been designed for the long-term, 
the bank may take on different functions and be understood as storing programmatic assets. 
Subject to appreciation and depreciation of the value of these assets, the bank must be 
designed from the outset with multiple contingency plans for a prosperous descent.
Examining the transition of growth to decline, Design for Decline sets out to envision an 
architecture that can operate beyond growth, beyond capitalism, beyond banks.
Opposite:  Joseph Gandy, detail perspective drawing of the Bank of England as a ruin, 1830, John Soane Museum, London.
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America’s first bank did not have its own 
building but conducted business in a store on 
the first floor of a Georgian-inspired building 
owned by the bank’s cashier (bank manager).
The bank consisted of one main room with 
separated spaces for the President, Cashier, 
and the discount-room.  Public space was 
divided from work space by a counter that 
ran the length of the room.
C
LA
SS
IC
A
L (First Bank of the United States, Philadelphia, 
1791)
The main banking room is a barrel vault that 
runs from the entry to the rear wall.  Low 
partitioned offices line either side of the 
banking hall.  These offices led to vaults in 
both rear corners of the first floor of the 
bank.
The director’s room was on the second floor, 
and cash and records were stored in the 
basement.  Thus, the basement, where bank 
notes were printed, was designed to be very 
secure with vaulted masonry construction 
(for fireproofing) and wrought-iron grilles 
over the windows.  
1/64” = 1’-0” 1/64” = 1’-0”
Public Space
HISTORY OF THE AMERICAN BANK
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L(Pacific National Bank, Nantucket, 1818)
The banking counter of the Pacific National 
Bank most likely ran parallel to the facade of 
the building, dividing the public area of the 
bank from the work spaces.  This also would 
have allowed the cashier to live in the back 
of the building.  This residential nature of 
Federal-era buildings allowed many to be 
turned into private residences when the bank 
panics of the 1830s caused many to close.
(Second Bank of the United States, Philadelphia 
1820)
While the Greek Revival style had symbolic 
appeal, it constrained the pragmatic functions 
of the bank.
The Second Bank of the United States is cut 
into three equal parts.  The middle section is 
a great vaulted banking hall that runs lateral 
to the length of the bank.  It is accessed by 
an entry vestibule and lobby that are flanked 
by the Cashier’s and President’s room, and 
offices.  The banking hall then leads to the 
Stockholder’s room which opens to the rear 
portico.
1/64” = 1’-0” 1/96” = 1’-0”
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E (Farmers and Mechanics Bank, Philadelphia, 
1855)
The Italianate banks signalled a shift from 
the pristine temple to a commercial real 
estate investment.  A new technology of iron 
trusses and wire rope cables are masked by an 
aesthetic of Renaissance wealth.
A hallway from the central door leads to a 55 
foot high, skylit banking room.  The cashier’s 
and director’s spaces are placed further to the 
rear of the building.
1/64” = 1’-0”
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IC (Dry Dock Savings Bank, New York City, 1875)
Continuing from the Italianate, Victorian Gothic 
banks departed from the classical temple look 
and also emphasized rentability as a desirable 
trait of the bank.  The irregular massing and 
verticality allowed for more rentable spaces and 
the ability to have more street level entrances 
that led directly to upper floors.  Within the 
cathedral like facades, the banking room was 
often a large vaulted space.
1/64” = 1’-0”
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While masonry banks had been built 
skywards, the introduction of Chicago 
skyscraper building encouraged the banks 
to build even higher.  An office building 
constructed over a prosperous bank would 
be desirable to residents and allow the bank 
to exist virtually rent-free.  Massive banking 
halls were constructed in these vertical 
buildings, usually through a grand entrance 
and up a grand stairway to the second floor.
1/192” = 1’-0”
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1868
Dollar Savings Bank - 4th Ave. Downtown
Continuously a bank.
Iron & Glass Bank - Southside
Became First National Bank in 2008.
1881
Union Trust Company - 4th Ave. Downtown
Became Engineers’ Society of Western PA.
1898
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LE (Farmer’s National Bank, Owatonna, 1908)
More specific to the Midwest, Prairie Style 
banks offered a departure from classical 
inspired bank architecture.  Louis Sullivan, 
the most influential of the Prairie Style bank 
architects developed a humanistic approach 
to bank design called the “democratic plan.” 
The democratic plan consisted of a public 
banking area that leading from the entrance 
to the rear, where the vault stood.  To either 
side of the public space were the offices of 
the various functions of the bank.  The rural 
banks of the Prairie Style attempted to open 
the banking space up to the public and foster 
interaction between the bankers and their 
customers.
1/64” = 1’-0”
C
LA
SS
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A
L 
R
EV
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A
L (Charlotte National Bank Building, Charlotte, 
1922)
By the first decade of the 20th century 
the eclectic departure from classical forms 
ended and a return to Greek and Roman 
architecture took steady hold.  It would 
prove its longevity for another 3 decades.  
This era of banking introduced bank 
architecture specialists.  These were 
architects familiar with the business of 
banking and were sought after when new 
branches were being planned.  Knowing 
that bank operations always outgrew their 
facilities, specialists in the first half of the 
20th century started to plan for the future 
by including extra space into the design of 
the bank so that expansion or additional 
would be facilitated.
1/64” = 1’-0”
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City, 1927)
Amidst the economic boom of the 1920s 
urban banks started to shift from using rigid 
classical ornamentation in favor of a sleeker, 
more modern design.  The National City Bank 
of New York, Canal Street branch is important 
in that it attempted (70 years before “corporate 
branding” would take hold of bank architecture) 
to be a prototype for the bank, specifically so 
that the architecture, itself, would identify the 
bank as a National City bank.
1/64” = 1’-0”
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1902
Pennsylvania National Bank - Lawrenceville
Changed hands repeatedly after Great Depression.
Abandoned for 15 years until 1995.
Now an architecture office.
Union National Bank - 4th Ave. Downtown
1906
Mellon Bank - Downtown
Gutted of its 62’ high ionic columns to become 
Lord & Taylor in 2003.  Empty since 2006.
1923
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1920s prosperity increased the desire for 
more rentable space.  Banks would now 
be housed in the pediment of skyscrapers, 
their banking halls giving the appearance of 
cathedrals with a central nave for the public 
and separate side aisles for tellers and officers.
1/192” = 1’-0”
(Manufacturers’ Trust, New York City, 1954)
The modernist International Style 
Manufacturers’ trust was a seminal building 
in bank design.  Now that banks’ deposits 
were federally insured, following the Great 
Depression, the architecture no longer 
needed to symbolize heavy duty security. 
Instead, banks focused on the retail aspect  of 
selling checking accounts and services.  The 
International Style banks lured the street 
level crowds into a banking hall free from 
the weighty materials of the past.  Exposed 
steel frames and glass curtain walls gave an 
open feel which was punctuated by a two-
million pound vault.  The vault also acted as an 
advertisement.  No longer placed behind the 
work counters, the immense vault was visible 
from the street level.
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Again looking to maximize rental income, 
banks constructed glass skyscrapers that would 
house retail on the first floor, the bank on the 
next floors up, and office space in the rest 
of the tower.  One Chase Plaza established 
the International Style as the corporate 
architectural language during the second half 
of the 20th century.  With its wide plaza that 
continues to serve cultural and civic functions, 
it emphasized the ability of a bank building to 
incorporate public/civic space as an important 
ingredient of the architecture.
1/256” = 1’-0”
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~1960
1965
Mellon Bank - Oakland
Demolished in 2002.
Mellon National Bank and Trust - Squirrel Hill
Became Citizen’s Bank
One Mellon Center - Downtown
Corporate headquarters of Mellon Financial 
Group.
PNC Bank - East Liberty/Shadyside
Bank shares LEED-rated building with offices 
and retail.
1983
2007
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HISTORY OF PROGRESS The history of bank architecture is inextricably linked 
to the history of American progress.  Banks are an 
architectural manifestation of our relationship with our 
wealth.  
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NEW HISTORY OF DECLINE?In the beginning, it was necessary to convey an image 
of security amidst frequent financial uncertainty. As 
America launched its upward course of progress, 
strongbox banks became glassbox banks,  offering 
services over security.  
32
GOAT
GRAIN
BA
RT
ER
GOAT
GOLD GOLD COINS
C
O
M
M
O
D
IT
Y
BARTER COMMODITY
PUBLIC SQUARE
RETAIL BANK
COURTYARD
ELECTRONIC BANKING
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BANK LIABILITY DEBT MONEY
BANK ASSET
ELECTRONIC BANKING
HISTORY OF TRANSACTION The origin of the word “BANK” can be traced back 
to the Italian banco, and even further back to the 
Ancient Roman word, bancu, meaning bench or table. 
In the beginning, transactions needed nothing more 
than a simple bench.
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DRIVE-THRU
BANK BRANCH
SYMBOLIC MONEY
CREDIT/DEBT MONEY
As barter transactions became cumbersome, 
symbolic money in the form of coinage or bank notes 
replaced the actual trade of items.  The commodity 
being symbolized then needed ever more secure 
places for storage.
Our current monetary system is no longer based on 
any real commodity standard, but instead on a system 
of debt.  As the dollar becomes less secure based on 
oil worries and economic recessions, we begin to see 
a return to transactions involving tangible goods.  It 
is conceivable then that we may see a time when the 
bench is more appropriate then the ATM.
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SOLID
STICK
FRAME
From strongbox...
10’ 40’
...to glass box.
THREE LITTLE PIGS’ HOUSES
The solid house is the manifestation 
of permanence.  However, in a 
future without the means to heat or 
maintain space, the solid house fails in 
its inability to downsize.
The frame house allows for the 
application of temporary surfaces.  In 
a future without the means to replace 
those surfaces, the frame house 
delineates space but fails to provide 
enclosure.
The stick house is a low investment 
temporary structure that can be 
dismantled.  Its impermanence leads 
to its nonexistence in long term 
futures.
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The solid house is 
necessary for its 
permanence, but it must be 
of a downsized proportion 
for a low-energy future.
The frame house can be 
used to maximize the 
application of removable 
materials that will increase 
in value in the future.
The stick house can be 
densified to maximize the 
investment of removable 
material for future use and 
resale.
DOWNSIZE SCALE
MAXIMIZE SURFACE MATERIAL INVESTMENT
MAXIMIZE STICK MATERIAL INVESTMENT
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Pittsburgh is a city perpetually intent on regaining its former glory.  At the turn of the 
twentieth century, Pittsburgh’s banks were second only to New York’s in assets; however, 
Pittsburgh has been unable to stem a hemorrhaging population since before the collapse of 
its steel industry in the 1980’s.  Between 1950 and 2000 it lost over half of its population. 
Various “Renaissances” in the city have had alternatively positive and negative consequences. 
The latest urban renewal is taking place in the depressed neighborhood of East Liberty, 
a neighborhood that was devastated by large-scale urban renewal in the 1960’s.  The 
current renewal is taking shape in the form of a retail strip that lies on the seam of two 
disparate neighborhoods--the affluent, white neighborhood of Shadyside, and the depressed, 
predominantly black neighborhood of East Liberty.  This sustainable retail development 
borrows from the names of each neighborhood to emphasize its connective nature.  This 
connection is also physically manifested by a proposed pedestrian bridge at the site of the 
bank.  
1mi. 2mi.
SHADYSIDE
DOWNTOWN
EAST LIBERTY
3mi. 4mi.
PITTSBURGH’S EASTSIDE
NEIGHBORS + RENEWAL
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SHADYSIDE
BANK
EAST LIBERTY
Eastside Development Parking Lots Empty Lots
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Pittsburgh has suffered a long population decline 
that has, in the past few years, started to even out. 
Contingency  is necessary for both possibilities of 
city densification and continued city exodus.
The disparity of the two neighborhoods allows 
for greater variation within joint markets of a new 
economy.  It also provides an opportunity for the 
Bank to act as a potential social condenser.
Affluence Disparity
H
O
U
SE
H
O
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S
Population Decline
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1000 ft.500 ft.
Historic/Protected Historic buildings are seen as having greater 
potential for long-term resilience due 
to their protected status as well as their 
durable construction.
EAST LIBERTY
SHADYSIDE
2010 2030 2100
40
2010
41
2100
Opposite:  <http://img.slate.com/media/1/123125/2068716/2112810/2122381/2122405/1-Mosler-bank-vault,-French.jpg>
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SAVINGS + FUTURES
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Average Maintenance Costs: $2-5 per sqft. per year
Energy (Space Heating): 30% Operating Cost per year
CONNECTIVE PUBLIC SPACE
DOWNSIZED INTERIOR (VAULTS) 
RESULTANT PUBLIC SPACES
45
12
3 4
5
8
9
6
7
1 2
3
4
5
6
BANK PROGRAM (2010)
1.  Atm Vestibule
2.  Product Sales
3.  Banking Hall
4.  Financial Consulting
5.  Bank Offices
6.  Savings Vault
7.  Gold Vault
8.  Stairs + Restrooms
9.  Elevators + Mechanical
BANK PROGRAM (2100)
1.  Auction Hall (Connective Node)
2.  Barter Market
3.  Commodity Storage
4.  Storage And/Or Inhabitation
5.  Vertical Circulation
6.  Vertical Circulation
VAULT AS ANCHOR
Vaults can cost up to $50,000 to remove and in some 
cases can not be removed at all due to the potential 
for structural damage.
This most inflexible component of the building 
effectively anchors the bank and ensures its longevity 
long after the bankers have left the building.
As the key component of the Bank of Savings and 
Futures, the vaults are organized within the modern 
day bank so that they might one day capture public 
spaces to facilitate market functions of the new 
economy.
The vaults are the key to the architectural project 
simultaneously offering the potential for permanence, 
downsized inhabitation, commodity storage, and 
urban public environment.
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At the turn of the 21st century, confidence in the U.S. dollar dropped significantly.  In 2009, 
gold had its best year in decades, and conservative political pundits and financial advisors were 
singing the praises of the precious metal.  HSBC closed its gold storage to individual clients, 
forcing them to scramble to find secure storage for their gold.
The Bank of Savings and Futures exploits this initial move away from fiat currency towards a 
commodity economy, providing large gold vaults, in addition to its regular banking vaults.  Thus 
four vaults are deployed on site, enough storage to sustain a barter market as the Bank of Sav-
ings and Futures begins the process of removing its building materials to store and trade them 
in the new economic market that it creates.
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SIDE LIGHTING
GOLD VAULT
ATM
SELF BANKING
BANKING HALL
CONSULTING
SAVINGS VAULT
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As the bank strips its own investment away to be sold and traded, the material bank becomes 
a marketplace.  The vaults now enclose an open public square completing the cycle back to 
simpler forms of transaction.  A newly revealed auction space doubles as a connective point 
between the old neighborhoods of Shadyside and East Liberty.  The bank and markets act as 
a social condenser, easing the transition into a decline era.
The permanent vault towers now provide storage as well as space of operations for multiple 
businesses.  The site’s history as a functioning and vibrant space of commerce in the early 
post-growth decades give it lasting cultural significance.
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SEATING AND STAIRS
COMMODITY STORAGE
WORK SPACE
PUBLIC SQUARE
BARTER MARKET 
INHABITATION
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REINFORCED CONCRETE
DIMENSIONAL LUMBER
BANK PROGRAM
GOLD VAULT
BANK VAULT
BANK PROG M
While current lumber prices 
vary, wood is a rapidly depleting 
resource.  Each year global 
deforestation amounts to an 
area the size of the country of 
Panama.
2x4 studs sit between lintels 
protruding from the concrete 
structures creating a striated 
aesthetic and waiting to 
be reharvested for fuel or 
construction.
Studs are embedded into the 
concrete to reveal steps when 
removed.  These cast steps are 
used to access more material 
as well as to offer access to the 
second level when the elevators 
and stairwells have become 
non-functional.
The number of 2x4 studs 
used in the main banking hall 
could be repurposed to build 
approximately 30 single family 
homes.  The wood can also be 
used as a source of fuel.
1/16” = 1’-0”
30 Single Family Homes
Area of Panama
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20 OZ. COPPER STRIPS
LIMESTONE BLOCKS
CORRUGATED FIBERGLASS
Peak Oil Projections
1.3x Kresge Auditorium
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Peak oil projections are near unanimous in 
agreement that the end of cheap oil is upon 
us.  The end of oil means the end of our petro-
chemical based world.  Transparent and resilient 
plastics like fiberglass reinforced polyester will 
be valuable commodities in a future without 
cheap plastic.
Limestone has been used for millennia as a key 
ingredient in cement and mortar production. 
With the oversupply of bricks in the area, 
mortar may prove to be extremely useful and 
valuable in for simple masonry construction
The surface area of the bank is 20, 732 sf.  Using 
20 oz copper strips the bank has the equivalent 
of 1.3X the amount of copper on MIT’s Kresge 
auditorium.
More than 95% of all copper ever mined and 
smelted has been extracted since 1900.  The 
value of copper has steadily been increasing for 
years
Limestone mortar production
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1/64” = 1’-0”
2010 Bank
1.  Gold Vault
2.  Stairs
3.  Elevators/Mechanical
2100 Bank
1.  Storage/Shelter
2.  Vertical Access
1.
1.
2.
2.
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PLANS + SECTIONS
THE BANK OF 
SAVINGS AND FUTURES
1/32” = 1’-0”
N
1.
1.
2.
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2010 Bank
1.  ATMs
2.  Sales and Services
3.  Banking Hall
4.  Offices
5.  Financial Consulting
6.  Customer Vault
7.  Bank Vault
8.  Bathrooms/Stairs
9.  Elevators/Mechanical
2100 Bank
1.  Copper-rolling Ramp
2.  Auction Space
3.  Barter Market
4.  Materials Storage
5.  Stairs/Seating
1.
1.
2.
2.
3.
3.
4.
4.
4.
4.
4.
5.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.
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2010 Bank
1.  Director’s Room
2.  Conference Room
3.  Break Room
4.  Bathrooms/Stairs
5.  Elevators/Mechanical
2100 Bank
1.  Bank Operations
2.  Market Operations
3.  Stairs/Seating
4.  Materials Storage
1.
2.
4.
3.5
1.
2
4.
4.
3.
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Representation of the single space of the 
project in at least two-points in time was 
a necessary exercise of the thesis.  
An independent study of multi-
dimensionality  in comics composition 
led to an initial use of comic frames.  A 
more linear time slicing technique was 
settled on to maintain clarity.  The multi-
dimensionality of the drawings can be 
read as a whole, as well as in a more 
linear left-to-right reading.  The drawings 
can be understood simultaneously as a 
cutaway axon, as well as a progression of 
time.
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CASE STUDY 01
John Soane + Joseph 
Gandy: Bank of England
Joseph Gandy’s architectural rendering of the Bank of England, commissioned by John Soane, is by far the 
most iconic image of the bank.  The painting represents the bank in an aerial cutaway, evoking an image of 
the project as simultaneously under construction and in ruins.  “Gandy’s picture thus offers the viewer the 
paradox metaphor of architectural creation as ruin.”  The image of the Bank of England in ruins allows a 
narrative of the project that is at once past, present, and future.
The exercise of painting the Bank of England in ruins is an understatedly useful tool for the architect.  In 
envisioning his architecture in a future in which the program has become obsolete but the architecture 
remains (albeit in a new form), the designer can design for alternative scenarios from the present, allowing 
him to shift his initial design to accommodate various possible/probable futures.  In Soane’s case the value of 
the ruin was romantic in nature; however, a contemporary undertaking of such an exercise would go beyond 
romantic imagery to explore potential uses of the architecture in future scenarios.
[Gandy’s painting] gives us an Hegelianesque, counter-view to the ideology of hope and optimism.  And so, 
one hundred and eighty years later, the questions for us might be:  What does the assembly hall of a failed 
democracy look like?  A school for a failed educational system?  A park for a failed public space?  A housing 
complex for a failed social policy?  A city for a failed urbanity?  A court house for a failed immigration policy? 
These are some of the pressing design issues in our future.”  -Mark Jarzombek
Abramson, Daniel M. Building the Bank of England : money, architecture, society, 1694-1942. Yale University Press: New 
Haven, 2005. 
Jarzombek, Mark. “Architecture: A Failed Discipline.” Volume 19 (2009): 42-46.
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design on t1 design
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CASE STUDY 02
Herzog & de Meuron + 
Olivetti: “The Bank”
In 1994, Jacques Herzog and Pierre de Meuron took part in a fictional project alongside architects, Eduardo 
Souto de Moura and David Chipperfield.  The project was organized by Olivetti.  Herzog & de Meuron’s main 
consideration was that of change.  “How will the Bank of the Future look?” they asked.  And their answer? 
“It will look the way the bank has always looked and give us the same impression the bank has always given 
us: a stable, firmly rooted, unmistakable structure, which is immediately recognizable as The Bank in any 
urban context, despite the plethora of symbols, signs and billboards.”  Based on the imagery of stacked 
prefabricated bars, one of gold, and the others of lead, Herzog and de Meuron posit the ways that various 
banks can be reorganized while always maintaining recognizability.  Though the programs may shift, and 
context may change, each branch carries its trademark look to signify “The Bank.”  Herzog and de Meuron’s 
approach to The Bank project exposes the deep-rooted identity of the bank type in architecture.  Despite 
having undergone consistent change over the centuries, change that has accelerated in recent decades, the 
psychology of security, and stability in finance continues to influence the way designers think about the bank.
Chipperfield, David, Herzog & De Meuron, and Eduardo Souto de Moura. The Bank : Three Architectural Concepts for the 
Future. Torino: Olivetti, 1994. 
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Specifications of the Project:
Area of Each floor: 25m x 25m
Ground floor
25% dedicated to automated banking including:
 5 Customer Activated Terminals (CAT)
 5 cash dispensers (ATMs)
 1 CAT for information only
 1 multimedia kiosk for teleselling service
75% retail area, including:
 front/back office and consultancy area
Personnel:
 4 frontdesk officers
 4 back office employees
 4 consultancy managers
First floor: Corporate
Investment and stock exchange service
Personnel:
 1 receptionist
 4 consultants
 1 manager
 6 dealers
Second floor: Corporate
Direction
Personnel:
 1 director
 1 vice-director
 2 secretaires
 4 administrative clerks
Gold Bar
Public/Automated
Lead Bar
Staff Areas
Basement Level Ground Floor First Floor Second Floor
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An inversion of the scheme gives us one permanent 
lead bar and five gold bar “asset spaces.”
In the future, the exchange-value of the building 
materials allows for the occupants to mediate external 
stresses by selling the assets.
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Other materials have lost exchange-value, but offer 
use-value to the occupants.
Natural deterioration of building elements has 
been planned for, and the asset spaces fail in a way 
that allows for a more appropriate programmatic 
reorganization of the architecture.
76
2 
prototypical 
bank designs, 
2 centuries 
removed.  From 
a civic space 
that exudes 
fortress-like 
security to a 
retail center 
that exalts 
transparency 
and speed.
10’ 40’
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Bank of Pennsylvania  (opposite)
Benjamin Henry Latrobe
Philadelphia, PA 1799
The first use of the Greek Ionic order in 
America.  The first domed banking hall in 
an American bank.  America’s first Greek 
Revival building.  The use of marble on all 
four sides of the bank created a fortress-like 
effect that bank designers would strive to 
imitate for the next 130 years.
“The public entered through the portico 
and into a barrel-vaulted vestibule with 
offices on both sides, then came into the 
great domed banking hall.  At the other end 
of the building was the stockholders’ room 
on the first floor...and the director’s room 
on the floor above....” (Belfoure 18)
Central Trust Bank Branch 
Prototype  (left)
Skidmore, Owings & Merrill
Lee’s Summit, MO 2007
A 4000 sq.ft. bank branch prototype that 
emphasizes accessibility and transparency of 
the “brand,” as opposed to the physicality 
of the traditional bank.  Modeled after retail 
business to reflect the range of financial 
services banks now provide.
“The project’s use of glass and open plan is 
a deliberate response to the programmatic 
need to maintain a highly visible, open 
and inviting environment. In doing so, the 
building speaks to the transparent nature of 
contemporary financial transactions, where 
currency and financial instruments are 
exchanged, traded, deposited or withdrawn 
in a seamless manner. It is this transparency 
that the bank celebrates the dual roles of 
the seamless virtual financial transaction, 
the ATM, the drive-thru window and the 
traditional interaction of customer and bank 
teller.”
10’ 40’
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Public Vault Teller Private
(main floor only)
DISTRIBUTION OF FLOOR AREA
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47%
53% 
(leasable space)
22%
BANK TO BUILDING PROPORTION
BANKING HALL TO BANK PROPORTION
50%
22%
Banco Condal
3400 m2
47%
22%
Boston Five Cents Savings Bank
3350 m2
42%
30%
Stadtische Sparkasse
19000 m2
50%
13%
Nihonbashi Tokai
14000 m2
AVERAGE PROPORTION
AVERAGE PROPORTION
20% Hall
6% Vault
6% Teller
68% Office,
 Conference,
 Services
Range:  Bank to Building:  42-50% 
  Banking Hall to Bank:  13-30% 
Range:  Hall:  13-28% 
  Vault:  2-9%
  Teller’s:  3-15%
SITE FOOTPRINT:   1350 m2
BANK BUILDING:  1650 m2
BANK PROGRAM:  775 m2 
BANKING HALL:   155  m2 
VAULT:     105 m2 
TELLER’S AREA:   105 m2 
OFFICE/RETAIL:   875 m2 
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1781
12ft.
1927
63ft.
1800
20ft.
1931
25ft.
1807
15ft.
1954
22ft.
1855
55ft.
1961
30ft.
1903
60ft.
1963
20ft.
1922
72ft.
1996
9ft.
1924
53ft.
2008
10-12ft.
Provident Savings Bank
Baltimore 1903 (1953)
This 60+ foot domed 
banking hall was reduced
to around 15 ft. to 
provide office space for 
the bank fifty years after 
the bank was originally 
built.
Banking Hall Heights
Banking Hall Sectional Alterations Site + Section Comparison
+3 floors
-1 floor
-50 feet
+12 feet
Corn Exchange Bank & Trust
New York (1936)
The second floor of
this former store was
removed to create a
double-high banking
hall for this bank
conversion.
PNC Bank2007
2007
1799
Central Trust
Bank of Pennsylvania
East Liberty
Shadyside
10’ 40’
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1781
12ft.
1927
63ft.
1800
20ft.
1931
25ft.
1807
15ft.
1954
22ft.
1855
55ft.
1961
30ft.
1903
60ft.
1963
20ft.
1922
72ft.
1996
9ft.
1924
53ft.
2008
10-12ft.
Provident Savings Bank
Baltimore 1903 (1953)
This 60+ foot domed 
banking hall was reduced
to around 15 ft. to 
provide office space for 
the bank fifty years after 
the bank was originally 
built.
Banking Hall Heights
Banking Hall Sectional Alterations Site + Section Comparison
+3 floors
-1 floor
-50 feet
+12 feet
Corn Exchange Bank & Trust
New York (1936)
The second floor of
this former store was
removed to create a
double-high banking
hall for this bank
conversion.
PNC Bank2007
2007
1799
Central Trust
Bank of Pennsylvania
East Liberty
Shadyside
10’ 40’
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1905 Architectural Review
1988 Banken, Sparkassen
Plan 1 For narrow lots, 20’ feet in width;
 perpendicular to the street.
Plan 2 Lots parallel to street; gives the 
 customer a more welcoming feel.
Plan 3,4 Gives the bank more counter 
 space.
Plan 5,6 Reversible so that public space 
 surrounds central work islands.
Plan 1,2,3 One-sided plan; usually side lit.
Plan 4,5 Two-sided plan; lengthwise or 
 transverse side lighting with 
 additional skylighting.
Plan 6,7 Three- and four-sided plan; 
 usually daylit from above through 
 glass roof.
Bank Layout:
Common ArrangementsPublic/CustomerZone Work Zone
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Masonry -- Explosives, Drills
Steel -- Oxyacetylene torch
Concrete -- Electric chisels
Average wall thickness: 18 in.
Average door thickness: 3.5 ft.
Rule of Thumb: 
Vault will cost 1/10 of entire bank.
Modular Vaults:
Expandable and Removable
Floating Cube:  Vault should be 
structurally independent from 
bank to:
-   avoid unequal settlement
-   permit public observation
-   allow watchman surveillance
High density, steel-reinforced 
concrete -- Thermal lance
Average wall thickness: 7 in.
Average door thickness: 7 in.
Bank Vaults
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2 
illustrative 
corner banks, 
50 years 
removed.  From 
load-bearing 
masonry 
strongbox to 
steel framed 
glass box.
From strongbox...
security       vs.       display
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Provident Savings Bank  (opposite)
York & Sawyer (Joseph Evans Sperry)
Baltimore, MD 1903
- Granite load-bearing walls, bronze mullions, 
glass skylight.
Manufacturers’ Trust  (left)
Skidmore, Owings & Merrill 
New York, NY 1954
- Steel frame, glass curtain wall, aluminum 
mullions, concrete slab.
10’ 40’
...to glass box.
Timber
Brick
Marble
1780 - 
1820
1820 - 
1860
1845 - 
1870
1880 - 
1930
1925 - 
1955
1955 - 
1980
1980 
-200X
Marble
Wrought/Cast Iron
Brick 
Stone
Marble
Granite
Steel
Bronze
Limestone
Steel
Precast Concrete
Steel 
Glass
Poured Concrete
Steel
Wood
Concrete
Common Materials
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